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Five Societies

Approaching Multilingualism in
Japan and the United States

Shawn M. Clankie

There exists a perception in many places where monolingualism is considered

the norm that bilingualism, and certainly multilingualism, are problematic.

Some of these perceptions are based on fact (e.g. that economic concerns are a

considerable factor in multilingualism), yet others are groundless (e.g. the idea

that children will become confused if learning two or more languages).

Similarly, multilingualism in a monolinguistic community is frequently seen as a

threat to the monolingual, and frequently monocultural, way of life. Japan and

the United States are typical of monolinguistically-dominated societies'. Yet,

while some of the attitudes towards multilingualism in Japan and the U.S. are

indeed similar, the approaches in dealing with multilingualism are vastly
different. This paper considers how multilingualism is approached in both

countries by considering the position of the government, schools, and the public.

It is important first to come to some definition of multilingualism as it will be
used for the purposes of this paper. By multilingualism I am not simply
referring to the ability of a speaker to speak more than one language (individual

This is not to say that the U.S. is not a multilingual country. Simply,
those who hold the majority of power in the United States are monolingual
speakers of English. This is what is meant by monolinguistically-dominated.
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